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Abstract 
The values that gave rise to the ethos of public service broadcasting (PSB) almost a century 
ago, and which have provided the rationale for PSBs around the world across that time, are 
under question. This article argues that the process of reinvention of PSBs is enhanced 
through repositioning the innovation rationale for public service media (PSM). It is organised 
around a differentiation which is part of the standard repertoire of innovation studies – that 
between product, process and organisational innovation – as they are being practised by the 
two Australian PSBs, the ABC and SBS. The article then considers the general problematics 
of innovation for PSBs through an analysis of the operations of the public value test in the 
context of European public service media, and its, to this stage, non-application in Australia. 
The innovation rationale is argued to be a distinctive via media between complementary and 
comprehensive roles for PSM, which in turn suggests an international, policy-relevant 
research agenda focusing on international circumstances in which the public broadcaster is 
not market dominant. 
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The values that gave rise to the ethos of public service broadcasting almost a century ago, and 
which have provided the rationale for PSBs around the world across that time, are under 
question. Fundamentally, forces of economic and communications globalisation tend to 
undermine the original national, and national cultural, remit of the PSBs. In regions where 
PSBs have flourished, such as Western Europe, major liberalisation of the airwaves has 
resulted in significant competition for what were hitherto virtual natural monopolies in 
broadcasting. The massive expansion of services, together with the explosion of rich 
audiovisual content on the Web, poses new forms of competition for attention, and new 
benchmarks of quality and innovation, quite outside the comfortable remits of traditional 
broadcasters and traditional broadcasting regulation. 
But it is an index of the degree to which these challenges have been addressed that, in many 
cases, PSBs have actually improved their profiles and positioning over the course of this 
rolling set of crises for broadcasting systems: 
While much of the literature of the 1980s and 1990s was pessimistic about the 
future of public service broadcasting, viewing it as irrevocably caught in the 
forces of dissolution such as channel proliferation, tightened public funding, and 
the loss of a once-clear sense of mission ... , the 2000s have seen many public 
service broadcasters around the world identify opportunities for reinvention in the 
context of media convergence and multiplatform content delivery ... (Flew 2011: 
215). 
This reinvention is captured in the movement from public service broadcasting to public 
service media (PSM): ‘... from entities with a mission of serving the nation through radio and 
TV, to public service media organisations contributing to a flourishing digital Commons and 
providing content across multiple platforms to diverse publics’ (Flew 2011: 215).  
This article deals with both the necessity and the increased contestability of this process of 
reinvention. It is my argument that this process involves repositioning and refining the 
innovation rationale for public service media.  
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Innovation is a common theme in many PSBs’ governing legislation, charters, or other forms 
of statutory responsibility. Para 6 of the Australian Broadcasting Corporation Act 1983 states 
‘(1) The functions of the Corporation are: (a) to provide within Australia innovative and 
comprehensive broadcasting services of a high standard as part of the Australian broadcasting 
system consisting of national, commercial and community sectors’. The BBC‘s Royal 
Charter and Agreement, Point 14, states: ‘(1) The content of the UK Public Services taken as 
a whole must be high quality, challenging, original, innovative and engaging’. The UK 
Communications Act 2003 Para 256 determines ‘(3) The public service remit for Channel 4 is 
the provision of a broad range of high quality and diverse programming which, in 
particular—(a) demonstrates innovation, experiment and creativity in the form and content of 
programmes.  The US Public Broadcasting Service (PBS) is governed by the Public 
Broadcasting Act 1967. In Subpart D Lit (g), the Corporation is authorized to ‘(A) facilitate 
the full development of public telecommunications in which programs of high quality, 
diversity, creativity, excellence, and innovation, which are obtained from diverse sources, 
will be made available to public telecommunications entities, with strict adherence to 
objectivity and balance in all programs or series of programs of a controversial nature’. 
PSBs can interpret this mandate to include a role as a ‘market organiser’ (Leadbeater & 
Oakley 1999) or a ‘lead market’ (Georghiou 2007). These are terms in the innovation 
literature to describe an agent in a market which sets itself the task of innovating or setting 
standards for, in this case, content production, procurement and delivery. Market organisers 
can also play this role by their sheer size compared with other players in a market, although 
that is not regularly the case with PSBs, with such exceptions as the BBC, the German public 
broadcasters, and Japan’s NHK. As a ‘demander’ of innovative content and services, a PSB 
can play a role identified in the literature as public sector innovation. We see this in the role 
that the BBC is expected to play in building a ‘digital Britain’.  
Indeed, there is a sense in which PSBs can play an important role in several dimensions 
covered in the contemporary literature that is broadening our understanding of innovation – 
which, it is now acknowledged, embraces not only the dominant notion of innovation based 
on science and technology, but in addition creative sector innovation, public sector 
innovation and social innovation. Science communication, as practised by PSBs, embeds an 
understanding of, and an appreciation for, scientific and technological advance in the 
citizenry, thus improving its capacity to absorb and adapt to innovation. As well as their own 
content innovation practices, PSBs can play a major role in increasing the capacity of the 
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independent creative production sector through their procurement and commissioning 
practices (although dominant PSBs such as the BBC – see, for example, Bennett and Kerr 
2012 – can be accused of not doing enough). The effort of PSBs to reinvent themselves in the 
new environment is a classic case of public sector innovation. SBS’ continuing efforts to 
reinvent their multicultural charter is, as well, a classic case of social innovation. 
With these actual and potential roles and responsibilities, PSBs often see themselves as 
providing essential R&D into their respective national broadcasting systems. PSBs typically 
straddle the boundary between the market and the community or civic space. They have 
complex nation-building roles, delivering key information and news and current affairs 
unburdened by commercial interests and thus performing a key informal educative function 
(and, in so doing, maintaining a ‘trust’ relationship in a ‘risk’ society), but also providing 
experimental domains for new technology and creative R&D, while connecting with a broad-
based audience. 
 
The innovation principle in actual practice 
The article is organised around a differentiation which is part of the standard repertoire of 
innovation studies – that between product, process and organisational innovation – as they are 
being practised by the two Australian PSBs, the ABC and SBS. There is a case study of 
product innovation at SBS followed by some consideration of process and organisational 
innovation which also has resulted in specific product and service innovation – the ABC 
innovation unit. But I am mostly occupied with a detailed consideration of the general 
problematics of innovation for PSBs through an analysis of the discourse of public value, and 
the public value test, their applications in the context of European public service media, and 
their, to this stage at least, non-application in Australia.  
This consideration is necessary because the very way in which public service broadcasting 
may envisage its future is at stake when considering the recent history of public value and the 
public value test. The core Reithian PSB idea assumed that public value would be created 
through the application of the principles of universality of availability, universality of appeal, 
provision for minorities, education of the public, distance from vested interests, quality 
programming standards, program maker independence, and fostering of the public sphere 
(BRU 1985). On the other hand, the philosophical import of the public value test is that 
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potentially any excursion into the provision of new media services needs to be justified ex 
ante. 
In the new environment of transparency, accountability and competition, the whole 
movement to PSM is contestable and fraught with not only arguments about crowding out but 
also expectation management, as PSBs ramp up their claims to generating public value in 
response to the new stringencies. (James Bennett and Paul Kerr (2012), for example, 
critically examine the BBC’s recent record of supporting the independent digital content 
services industry.) 
The story of the public value test can be understood as one about constraining the 
evolutionary pathway from public service broadcasting to public service media. (There are 
contending, more positive, accounts, which I canvass briefly later in the article.) It offers a 
reasonably clear rationale for inhibiting innovation because it is precisely public service 
broadcasting’s predilection for innovating in new media services (in online, mobile and social 
media) that has produced the constraining apparatus of the ex ante/public value/Drei-Stufen-
Test in Europe, based on principles of competitive neutrality and transparency in the 
application of public funds for defined and limited public benefit. As a means of response to 
this challenge, I argue that a focus on innovation in the context of the broader media ecology 
may furnish a distinctive via media between complementary and comprehensive roles for 
PSM. This affords a fresh perspective on the worry that successful PSM constitutes 
‘crowding out’ in an increasingly competitive marketplace. This argument has to be 
formulated in the context of the fading of at least some of the old Reithian dicta, along with 
spectrum scarcity and market failure arguments, for PSBs. This moves the sector on from 
Reithian justifications of normative market shaping to a more nimble, facilitative role of 
performing experimental R&D for the system – a very recognisable role for the public sector 
from an innovation perspective. However, as we shall see, this is an argument made easier if 
the public actor is not dominant in its marketplace. 
The article will trace an argument that there is indeed traction in the crowding-out argument 
in the United Kingdom and Europe, but that the crowding-out argument is difficult to sustain 
in Australia because of the non-dominant position of the ABC, the fact that much of its 
innovation has played a significant R&D role in the Australian media system, and the 
programmatically complementary position of the SBS. A task for future policy-oriented 
research is to examine whether this repositioning does or might apply in other markets where 
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PSM are not dominant. As we have noted, this is arguably the case for many if not most 
PSBs. 
‘Go back’ to your roots: SBS’s multi-platform multiculturalism 
At its inception more than thirty years ago, the Special Broadcasting Service (SBS) ‘was at 
the forefront of new ways of thinking about the relationship of public service broadcasting to 
media citizenship’ (Flew 2011: 228). But in many ways its ‘specialness’ has been eroded in 
recent years. The SBS story (told, for example, by Ien Ang, Gay Hawkins & Lamia 
Dabboussy 2008) is one of reflecting the tensions and shifts across evolving understandings 
of ethno-multiculturalism, cosmopolitan multiculturalism, and popular or everyday 
multiculturalism. These are co-present tensions for SBS, tied as it is to its distinctive, niche 
multilingual and multicultural charter. Arguably, the socially necessary ‘drift’ to everyday 
multiculturalism has bled SBS of its ‘specialness’, exacerbated by the necessity to source 
advertising to supplement an enduringly inadequate budget appropriation. SBS’s financially 
necessary embrace of advertising has made it less able to make the public value case for its 
community stakeholders and political masters (see Cunningham 2009). 
What has been SBS’s response? One response has been to go back to its roots with high-
concept, explicitly tendentious social documentary broadcast programming, running in 
parallel with its communitarian re-engagement through online affordances. This amounts to a 
confident reassertion of its charter responsibilities, even as it seeks to fully deploy online and 
multiplatform for their citizenship-enhancing potential. 
Recently, SBS has produced tentpole programming such as the major documentary series 
First Australians (2010) which charted the history of Indigenous populations. Immigration 
Nation – The Secret History of Us (2011) also painted on an epic canvas, engaging with a 
structural contradiction in the nation’s history – that it was largely constituted out of 
successive waves of immigrants and considered itself to be progressive and egalitarian, yet 
for most of its history as a nation it had a formal, racially based immigration policy. Once 
Upon a Time in Cabramatta (2012) was history up closer. This time the canvas was the 35-
year history of the Vietnamese refugee intake and immigration to Australia, told through the 
stories of particular families in the largest and most high-profile Vietnamese community in 
Australia, Cabramatta in Western Sydney. 
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Using omniscient third-person narration, long-form interviews, extensive use of carefully 
researched archival still and moving footage, and rare if any dramatic reconstructions, the 
programs unapologetically worked with traditional social documentary modes of address, 
making few if any concessions to dominant contemporary modes of highly personalistic and 
reality-TV-based approaches to documentary. All of them, equally, developed extensive 
cross-platform content engaging with direct stakeholder feedback, structured educational 
packages and cutting-edge simulation gaming. SBS commissioned significant social research 
into Australian attitudes to and understandings of immigration and its history to inform 
programming such as Immigration Nation, which also fed into the cross platform educational 
content. 
Go Back to Where You Came From (2011) departs radically from this traditional social 
documentary mode, and took greater risks with form and content and even ran the risk of 
providing a platform for anti-immigration and anti-asylum-seeker views as it attempted to 
reach beyond SBS’s carefully cultivated but strongly minoritarian support base. Go Back is a 
genre bender – a high-concept social documentary using populist reality-TV Survivor-style 
techniques of central casting and profiling a ‘team’ put together to undergo a severe test in an 
exotic locale. The selected group combined public figures and unknowns representing largely 
mainstream Anglo-Australia (itself a major break with SBS’s charter-driven strategies to 
profile othered-Australians – culturally and linguistically diverse, or CALD), whose initial 
attitude to asylum seekers was decidedly mainstream.  
The journey they embark upon reverses the journeys that refugees have taken to reach 
Australia. The multiple ironies of using the classic putdown ‘go back to where you came 
from’ deepen as the series progresses, as the program makers take the group to some of the 
most dangerous and desperate asylum-seeker and refugee hotspots in the world. Following 
the reality-TV format of Survivor, Biggest Loser and so on, the key characters change their 
attitudes under the pressure of reality. Here, however, it is the geopolitical realities of 
multiple millions of homeless, often stateless human populations. 
The telecast was a significant media event, especially for such a boutique broadcaster. 
Originally broadcast over three nights during Refugee Week in mid-2011 in prime time, it 
was SBS’s most popular program of 2011. A total of 2.9 million people nationally tuned in. 
Following this success, SBS aired a fourth program, a live forum-style event which brought 
the key characters into the studio to reflect on their experiences. This episode featured an 
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audience consisting of the general public, family members and prominent Twitter identities 
who came together to discuss the outcomes and responses. While the broadcast was a major 
rating success, perhaps most significant was the response the program generated online. On 
its premiere night, #GobackSBS became the number one trending topic on Twitter 
worldwide. The program continues to be available via streaming on demand – or the catch-up 
service – and generated over 30,000 views online in the first 24-hours after the original 
broadcast, breaking the site’s record. During the week, Western Sydney participant Raquel 
Moore was the most tweeted subject in Australia (Dallas 2011). Thousands of Australians 
engaged in discussion via an online forum, to discuss the program and to share their own 
views on the issues raised. The first three episodes each attracted over a thousand comments 
from the general public. As a result, the program led to arguably a greater social awareness of 
the complexities and alternative perspectives on the asylum seeker debate than is available in 
the mainstream media.   
But SBS went further, partnering with the Refugee Council of Australia and Amnesty 
International to produce a Refugee Week teaching resource, which was distributed free to 
every secondary school in Australia and which received ‘incredibly positive’ feedback from 
teachers (SBS Annual Report 2010–2011: 31). In addition, an interactive online game, 
Asylum: Exit Australia, was produced – an ‘immersive, interactive simulation based on the 
experiences of real asylum seekers, drawing on statistics and facts about the difficult journeys 
undertaken by refugees’. The challenge for players is to get out of Australia after society has 
collapsed and the lives of you and your family are threatened. ‘Your success in migrating to 
another, safer country depends on difficult choices in a world of forged documents, rickety 
boats, aggressive authorities and overcrowded camps. It also requires no small amount of 
luck’ (http://www.sbs.com.au/shows/goback/about/page/i/1/h/Asylum-Exit-Australia/). In the 
first format agreement for SBS Australia with a US broadcaster, Go Back was sold in 2012 to 
BBC America, following sales of the format to Netherlands, Germany, Sweden and South 
Africa. 
The second series of Go Back was broadcast in 2012, going further in its genre-bending by 
casting ‘prominent faces from Australian politics, television and radio, some with outspoken 
views on refugees and asylum seekers and others with a connection to the debate’ 
(http://www.sbs.com.au/goback/about) who would undergo the trial of stepping backwards 
through a refugee’s typical journey to Australia. The series was also accompanied by 
education resources including curated, ‘curriculum-applicable’ clips from the series, video 
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story descriptions, and student tasks. SBS also promoted engagement with the series and the 
issues it tapped in to through Twitter, using the hashtag #GoBackSBS, and the @SBSNews 
account to tweet about the series, as well as encouraging network personalities to tweet about 
the show (Sauter & Bruns 2014). 
Moving well beyond its multicultural mandate, it broadcast Living with the Enemy in 2014, a 
documentary series ‘exploring the fault lines of social cohesion in Australia’ 
(http://www.sbs.com.au/programs/living-with-the-enemy). Its format was for two individuals 
(or couples) occupying opposed positions on issues such as same-sex marriage, marijuana 
use, or hunting and meat production to live with each other for up to ten days. First Contact 
(2014) focused on the ‘truly gobsmacking’ (Galvin 2014) figure that six out of ten 
Australians had little or no contact with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people, and set 
about staging such ‘first’ contact. SBS continues to produce radically innovative, hybrid-
genre event programming with limited resources but high impact. 
 
Process and organisational innovation: From the ABC’s Innovation unit to Digital 
Networks 
The ABC created an Innovation division in 2007, according to its own account, to drive 
‘strategic innovation and development in content creation, audience connection and new 
platform distribution in partnership with other divisions’. Its functions were to develop and 
manage strategic projects for the ABC, including identifying key audiences and industry and 
technology trends and capitalising on the opportunities they present. It was also to develop 
R&D projects with other divisions that can be migrated outside of the innovation unit once 
established, and to provide specialist expertise and solutions to assist other divisions develop 
new ways to connect with audiences. 
The two sides to the innovation unit’s role – managing the organisation’s online presence for 
usability and growth, and forward scanning and strategic development – were intimately 
linked. This is because the drive to repurpose and multi-platform all content (an efficiency 
drive) is also by its very nature an innovation drive. Digital technologies concentrated in the 
online space enable efficiency gains – the garnering of new audiences who may have been 
lost to the conventional broadcasting spheres – and drive cultural change within a large 
organisation used to coexisting in distributed and distinct silos. In an interview with the 
10 
 
author, the unit’s first director (Thomas 2008), pointed, as an example, to the distinction 
between the Television division, for which content must be perfect when it is launched, 
whereas the Innovation division is trying to get things out in beta format and involve the 
public in the development process.  
The major initiative iView (www.abc.net.au/iview/), launched in 2008, is a free Internet TV 
service offering ‘CatchUp’, a short back catalogue of popular programming, the latest news 
and current affairs, a children’s fantasy channel, a selection of popular documentaries, an arts 
channel and a channel through which rental or purchase of downloads can be effected. 
Innovation, of course, is not invention – iView was directly indebted to the BBC’s iPlayer.  
ABC iView was developed in ‘closed beta’ format, using 5,000 people to test its capacity and 
usability and provide detailed feedback. About 3,000 people trialled the service, providing 
comments on a message board and engaging in online discussion. This is a software or games 
development model applied to the broadcasting environment. iView has been the Australian 
template for how broadcasters can extend the reach their recent back catalogue and unshackle 
television from some of its linearity and grew rapidly in popularity to become the most 
visited catch-up site. 
The education portal ABC Splash is a prominent example of the ABC Innovation division 
developing R&D projects with other divisions and external partners. Two years of research 
and planning by the division, in consultation with Education Services Australia and the ABC 
Cross Divisional Education Group, led to a three-year $19.4 million funding commitment 
from the federal government in December 2011. Along with projects developed by the 
CSIRO and the National Museum, Splash was a ‘digital productivity trial’, designed to 
showcase the capability of the National Broadband Network to improve educational 
experiences for all Australians. Feedback from teachers indicated significant demand but low 
availability of high-quality Australian digital content for use in education. This fitted neatly 
with internal plans to digitise and better utilise the ABC’s large content archive, as well as 
pointing the way for the ABC to meet its Charter responsibilities in education in the digital 
environment. A small team within the Innovation division were tasked with developing and 
implementing a free, public online education portal containing a library of resources aligned 
with the new Australian Curriculum.  
Using an iterative development methodology and following a user-centred design approach, 
the digital team – which varied in number from six to twenty-two at the peak of development 
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– launched Splash in Beta in October 2012, with full public release in March 2013. Although 
the impact of the portal was softened somewhat by a variety of online educational portals and 
streaming content sites that came on line in this period, up to September 2014, the site had 
received over 2.53 million visits, and almost 9 million page views. The media library 
contained over 3000 items aligned with the Australian Curriculum and organised around rich 
learning activities. In addition, a set of flagship projects were commissioned, with several 
sourced from two live events held in Melbourne and Sydney in 2013 that brought together 
digital agencies, game development companies and educational representatives. Splash also 
hosted a series of live webcasts for schools, following a pilot project that took students from 
four NBN-enabled schools from Tasmania, Victoria, New South Wales and South Australia 
on a virtual encounter with ABC journalists and producers from the educational television 
program Behind the News, youth radio station triplej’s Hack program, and ABC Open, an 
online content creation and curation portal. 
It is an index of the degree to which the digital challenge now must occupy centre stage in 
framing the future of PSM that, in the context of major funding cuts in 2014 - discussed 
further later in the article – the ABC ‘put its foot on the digital accelerator’ (Sinclair 2014), 
creating a new Digital Networks division, mainstreaming and centralising digital 
development services in the Innovation division and other departments. This major upgrade 
comes as hundreds of other staff lose their jobs, and with the warning from the head of 
Digital Networks, Angela Clark (quoted in Sinclair 2014) that ‘Today the fastest-growing 
media companies are actually technology, platform or social media companies, who leverage 
the content created by media companies better than the media companies themselves. We 
need to get better at what Google, Facebook, Twitter, Netflix … have mastered – the way our 
audiences want to access, share and engage with content’. The ABC is now taking fork-in-
the-road decisions to prioritise digital services delivery which have to be justified in terms of 
a charter responsibility to serve audiences through whatever means they are accessing such 
services – and the data shows this is increasingly on mobile and tablet devices.  
 
The contestable passage from PSB to PSM: Public value and the public value test 
Having considered examples of product, process and organisational innovation, we now turn 
to a key potential constraint on innovation in the movement from public service broadcasting 
to public service media.  
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The public value test (PVT - called in mainland Europe the ‘ex-ante test’ and specifically in 
Germany the ‘Drei-Stufen-Test’) is a policy instrument that requires a public service 
broadcaster to submit a case for the net public value of a new service (typically an online 
service) to a regulatory authority or, in the case of the BBC, to its Trust (and, for its market 
impact, to Ofcom), before such a service will be allowed to be established. Arguments about 
the BBC’s lack of attention to the competition implications of its movements into online 
services led to action by the European Commission and then to the commitment in 2004 by 
the BBC governors to devising and implementing a public value test. The BBC adopted the 
concept of public value with its ‘Building Public Value’ report, released in 2004 in advance 
of its Charter renewal in 2005 (Davies 2004), arguing that ‘public value should be the goal 
for everything that the BBC does’ (quoted in Lee, Oakley & Naylor 2011: 292).   The test 
would put the broadcaster on the front foot in dealing with the increasing level of criticism of 
their expansionary business activities (see, for example, Cave, Collins & Crowther 2004 for a 
powerful exposition of the crowding-out argument). This criticism is based on the potentially 
anti-competitive aspects of a licence-fee-funded broadcaster moving into territory which is, 
or could be, served by commercial agents that have no comparable access to guaranteed 
sources of revenue, and where such territory is not explicitly within the charter 
responsibilities of the broadcaster. Such criticism is particularly relevant when the dominant 
position of the BBC in the markets in which it operates is taken into account. 
Since its formal introduction in 2007, four full-scale public value tests have been conducted 
by the BBC Trust – regarding On Demand TV (2007), HDTV (2007), the Gaelic Digital 
Service (2008), and proposals for local video services (2009)– with the latter proposal being 
rejected. The Trust did not conduct a PVT on the BBC's proposal to close Radio 6 Music. 
Following public consultation and analysis, the Trust rejected the case for the station's 
closure without any further regulatory process.	In addition, proposals such as the ‘Kangaroo’ 
project and BBC Jam were cancelled (Debrett 2010: 199), and the BBC iPlayer was subject 
to extreme scrutiny before being implemented. This level of scrutiny and retraction has not 
stayed some of the criticism, the most frontal being the 2009 attack by James Murdoch in his 
strident Edinburgh International Television Festival MacTaggart Lecture (Murdoch 2009).  
While recognising that PBS contribution needs to be safeguarded by Member States of the 
European Community, the 2009 European Commission Communication on State Aid took 
the view that the extension of PSB activity into the online environment was only warranted 
where a demonstrable market failure case existed, and where the new service clearly ‘added 
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value’ in relation to the ‘democratic, social and cultural needs’ deemed central to the public 
service remit. The need to demonstrate ‘distinctiveness’ from the market, show ‘added public 
value’ compared to commercial offers, and to provide ‘predictability’ for commercial 
competitors – the so-called ‘triple test’ of public value – has been accompanied by the ex ante 
test, or the need to demonstrate all of these aspects of the new service in advance of its being 
launched (Brevini 2013: 111, 114-15). Versions of the test have been implemented, and tests 
completed in Austria (12), Belgium (1), Denmark (2), Finland (1), Germany (45), Iceland (0), 
Ireland (5), Netherlands (2)Norway (1), and Sweden (0) (Hildén 2013). The most developed 
implementation is in Germany, which has led to the concern that the legal framework for PSB 
may have to be recast (Schulz 2009). Critics of its implementation in continental Europe 
stress its revolutionary nature – from public service broadcasting being seen as a normative 
intervention into market forces (the original vision for PSB) to its status as a constrained 
complement to commercial market-led innovation (e.g. Donders & Moe 2011). Regulators 
and representatives of competitive players in the market view it as a necessary, even ‘natural’ 
(Biggam 2011) and proportionate, application of competition principles, as well as potentially 
leading to more independence on the part of European PSBs (see, for example, Dorr 2011, 
Wormbs 2011, Wolswinkel 2011).  
 
The ABC and crowding out 
It is important to recognise the uneven and contingent nature of the application of the public 
value test. Even as it presages – like a kind of canary down the mine – fundamental shifts in 
the positioning of PSBs, lessons about its absence as well as its presence need to be attended 
to. Obviously, the purist competition framework of that unique supra-national body, the 
European Union, is the determining factor in its spread from the United Kingdom to Europe. 
No PSB outside Europe is subject to a public value test.  
In the case of the PSBs in Australia, the critical structural feature making the crowding-out 
argument difficult to sustain is their non-dominant position in the post-scarcity media market. 
Together, the ABC and SBS would rarely take a quarter of any given TV share. Certainly 
some lightly populated regional radio markets see the ABC take up to a quarter share (where 
there is little competition) but nowhere else does it approach that figure. The ABC’s funding 
base against its international comparators demonstrates that it supported at the lower end of 




Figure 1: Public Service Broadcasters, Per-capita public funding, EUR, 2011 
Source: derived from Rövekamp, Public Service Broadcasting in an International 
Comparison, 2014. 
 
Structurally and financially subordinate, the ABC has grown vastly more efficient over time: 
in 1961 its TV expenditure ratio against the commercial sector was 1.78; in 1998 it was 0.42 
(Withers 2002, quoted in Jacka 2006: 183). Over the past thirty years from 1986, it has shed 
almost a quarter of its staff complement while adding 3 TV channels, a leading catch-up 
service, growing its local radio sites from 38 to 60 and its national radio stations from two to 
three. ABC podcasts have been downloaded 71 million times.  ABC online has 19.5 million 
visits per month and there are now over 25 smart phone and tablet apps (Stanley 2014). 
In addition, historically, the foundational Reithian PSB myths barely apply to the ABC (see, 
for a brief survey, Burns 2008a). The ABC’s creation in 1932 was the result of partial 
nationalisation of pre-existing commercial radio stations, and the strength of newspaper 
interests ensured that nothing like the BBC’s monopoly status would be entertained in 
Australia. The ABC’s non-commercial basis was secured not for high-minded reasons but to 
protect the advertising base of vested interests. Unlike many other long-established PSBs, the 
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ABC has always operated in a ‘dual’ commercial + public system and, with the addition of 
the community sector in the 1970s, pay TV in the 1990s, and now convergent media making 
for an ‘all-media’ market, has never been a dominant presence in the system – which is the 
fundamental basis for crowding-out arguments. (In the case of SBS, its multilingual and 
multicultural charter virtually assures it of a distinctive, complementary and perennially niche 
place in the media ecology which protects it from crowding-out critiques.) 
This has not prevented the crowding-out argument being made, and made increasingly. There 
has always existed a subterranean concern that ABC online innovations are outside the 
charter, although the ABC has legal opinion that online is covered elsewhere in its enabling 
legislation, the 1983 ABC Act, and that online services can be construed as supporting its core 
broadcasting activities (Sutton 2011). But, if the European experience is any guide, the 
pressure to either update the charter to explicitly include online or (as in the case of the 
BBC’s latest iteration of its charter) define its remit in medium neutral terms, will only 
continue to grow. A wide-ranging Convergence Review, conducted in 2011–12, recommends 
‘that the ABC and the SBS charters should expressly reflect the range of existing services, 
including online services. This will give the commercial operators increased certainty about 
the boundaries of public broadcaster activities’ (Convergence Review: Interim Report, 
DBCDE, 2011: 15).  
The potential vulnerability of the charter and the fact that ABC online has been highly 
successful have led to calls (for example by then ABC Board member and conservative 
political powerbroker Michael Kroger) for the selling off of ABC Online. This was a call 
based on the principle of privatisation of public assets. It can be construed as both an 
argument arising from the idea of PSB providing R&D that gets commercialised in the wider 
media system and simply a way of generating significant additional revenue. In 2011, there 
was the curious case of ABC Open, a small-scale experiment in hyper-local journalism 
(https://open.abc.net.au/), being attacked by regional commercial broadcasters for crowding 
out. While it was clear that there was no reason to suppose that a fully non-commercial 
initiative could encroach on the regional commercial broadcasters’ advertising markets, it 
was the competition for eyeballs that drove the rather quixotic claims (Sutton 2011). But 
more substantial and more organised calls have been made in the context of the Convergence 
Review in 2011–12. Regional press company APN argued that there is real potential for 
crowding out in regional Australia where the ABC can have a more dominant presence, and 
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argued that it should have the right to redistribute ABC news content.1 And subscription-TV 
peak body ASTRA declared that ‘it should not be the role of the national broadcasters to 
produce content that is already provided by, and directly competes with, the private sector’ 
(ASTRA submission in response to Interim Report, 2011:15). 
 
The stronger threat comes from Murdoch-owned News Corp interests, who have mobilised 
the argument in Australia as they have in Britain, particularly as free news is a threat to 
monetising quality news journalism. Consider News Corp opinion writer Judith Sloan (2011), 
herself a former ABC Board member: 
In fact, the recent expansive nature of the ABC – all those television stations, radio 
stations and online offerings – is actually squeezing activity that would otherwise be 
undertaken by the private sector. From partly correcting market failure, the ABC is 
now causing it. We are now dealing with a case of unfair competition and wasted 
taxpayer funds. Were it not for the ABC, there would be much greater private 
provision of quality, serious and genuinely pluralistic journalism which appeals to 
the university-educated cohort of the population. 
While Sloan proffers no evidence for her final assertion, such evidence would be precisely 
what an ex ante test would search for. 
There is substantial public commentary on, and analysis of, the ABC, but it is largely 
composed of detailed company histories or strongly normative commentary, variously 
attacking or defending the institution and its practices. An analysis of its innovation track 
record may offer a more nuanced pathway, acknowledging the uneven nature of this record, 
as well as the quite mutable nature of what might count as public innovation over time. 
There is some research literature pertaining to the innovation history of the ABC (Jacka 1991, 
2006; Burns 2008a, 2008b; Martin 1999, 2004). It tells a story of either being first into 
various broadcasting formats and program types and the commercials following when the 
popularity of the format had been sufficiently well established (and often accompanied by 
poaching talent) or that such innovations have not been imitated and were not likely to be 
imitated. The first evidences the role of injecting R&D into the broadcasting system that a 
                                                 





PSB should play. The second plays to the complementarity and distinctiveness that a PSB has 
as a normative feature of its raison d’etre. 
Elizabeth Jacka (1991, 2003, 2006) has written on the history of innovative ABC 
programming and has also addressed the question of the ABC and public value in the 
changed media environment. She points to the charter-driven and therefore structural 
difficulty of providing both complementary and comprehensive programming, particularly 
when there was only one television channel. There is reasonable consensus among scholars 
around the leadership role played by the ABC in opening up the emergent online space for 
broadcasters. While it is arguable that increased competition and the post-scarcity 
multichannel environment has led to an intensification of the complementary–comprehensive 
tension in conventional broadcasting for PSBs, PSM online innovation and leadership has 
been played out in a freer, experimental space. 
Jacka regards the arguments for continuing to support public broadcasting as strongest in 
radio because of its strong differentiation from the commercial sector (2006: 175). The 
complementarity case, she argues, can be made for ABC television, but not as strongly. 
Certain television genres such as comedy, however, have had a distinctive history of 
programming innovation. With the first current affairs program (Four Corners, the longest 
running Australian television program, registering its 50th anniversary in 2011), and the first 
daily current affairs (This Day Tonight), the distinctiveness of ABC news and current affairs, 
and its seeding innovation and growth in the formats across the system, cannot be gainsaid. 
But the innovation track report in TV is highly variable. There has always been the matter of 
‘buying in’ quality through being heavily dependent on British drama and documentary 
(ABC = Anything British Considered), and there was a substantial period in the 1980s and 
1990s when the ABC lagged rather than led. Indubitably, however, innovation leadership has 
been exercised in online activities. 
ABC Online started on the ‘smell of an oily rag’ (Martin 1999) or on a ‘shantytown’ model 
(Belsham 2011). With no dedicated funding and years in advance of the rest of the system’s 
engagement with online services, in its first phase (1995–2000) it built on a ‘gateway’ model 
of asynchronous access to much radio and then latterly television programming, which 
deepened engagement and showed traditional broadcasters the value that could be added to 
their programming efforts. ABC Online was developed with many of the values that were to 
be promulgated in Building Public Value (BBC 2004): its ease of access (compared with 
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major commercial sites which require a certain amount of consumer profile detail and are 
festooned with advertising); its provision of platforms for community engagement; and its 
development of unique-to-online forms of engagement (see Jacka 2006). 
Maureen Burns (2008b), in her analyses of early ABC Online experiments such as Future 
Exchange and the Community Publishing Project, shows the extent of the experimentation 
undertaken to create and begin to stabilise a new modality of communication in the context of 
PSB institutional protocols and responsibilities. The degree of interactive freedom required to 
engage with what Jay Rosen (2006) famously called ‘the people formerly known as the 
audience’ problematised the ABC’s Reithian mantle of ethical exemplar. The development of 
interactive sites routinely involved staff in discussions such as the degree to which they and 
the ABC should be ‘a teacher, an editor, a gatekeeper, an exemplar, a librarian, a gallery, a 
publisher, and a business’. And the ‘limit case’ of the Community Publishing Project 
envisaged a degree of self-management such that the ABC was ‘very nearly removed 
altogether as ethical exemplar’ (Burns 2008b: 395). 
Since its inauspicious start over 25 years ago, ABC Online has been a considerable success. 
ABC online services’ use rates regularly put it in the top five sites in the country. Its history 
tells us that it has created the ‘first rough draft’ of PSB to PSM and provided the test bed for 
numerous innovations in reaching contemporary audiences that have been subsequently taken 
up by the rest of the system. Its past as well as its contemporary role – canvassed earlier in 
this article – suggests that it continues to provide distinctive public value for audiences and 
essential R&D for the system. 
A major political test has occurred with a change of government from Labor to Liberal-
National (conservative) in 2013. One of the final pieces of legislation to pass under Labor 
was a package affecting the charters of the ABC and SBS to ensure they cover ‘digital media 
services’, thus eliminating that aspect of the ‘crowding out’ argument that focuses on whether 
such services are in fact mandated. As happened in the start-up period of the previous 
conservative Howard government in the mid-1990s (when the major Mansfield review started 
from the premise of reinforcing a complementary role for the ABC), the early months of the 
new government saw a staging of a ‘compelling case to consider breaking the ABC into two 
entities with the traditional television and radio operations protected to ensure services in the 
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bush and regional Australia, while the online news service could be disposed of’. This would 
forestall the ABC’s ‘cannibalisation of commercial media’.2 
The current government has numerous reasons to seek to constrain and curtail the role of the 
ABC. It has aggressively pursued the organisation for political bias, and for too readily 
exposing Australian state subterfuge rather than (in Prime Minister Abbott’s words) showing 
‘at least some basic affection for the home team’.3 The ABC has had to absorb substantial 
budget cuts as part of general cost savings, and the portfolio minister has raised fundamental 
issues of moral hazard by arguing that a public broadcaster has a perverse incentive to cut 
programming when faced with budget cuts in order to engender public hostility against 
government rather than seeking efficiency gains – as a commercial organisation would do. 
However, it is instructive that the government has not systematically pursued the crowding 
out rationale. This could be attributed to the legislative change Labor introduced at the 
eleventh hour, to the non-dominant position of the ABC in the media ecology, and perhaps 
even to the successful role it has played in driving innovation. 
 
Conclusion 
The values that gave rise to the ethos of public service broadcasting (PSB) almost a century 
ago, and which have provided the rationale for PSBs around the world across that time, are 
under question. This article argues that the process of reinvention of PSBs is enhanced 
through repositioning the innovation rationale for public service media (PSM). It has been 
organised to illustrate how PSM can be viewed through the standard repertoire of innovation 
studies – that between product, process and organisational innovation – as they are being 
practised by the two Australian PSBs, the ABC and SBS.  
The European story of the public value test can be told as one about constraining the 
evolutionary pathway from public service broadcasting to public service media, for inhibiting 
innovation. This article argues that a commitment to innovation in the provision of new 
products and services can be strategically positioned as a distinctive via media between the 
classic complementary and comprehensive rationales for PSB, thus addressing attacks on 
                                                 
2 Senator Cory Bernardi, quoted in http://www.smh.com.au/federal-politics/political-news/cut-abc-funding-
urges-liberal-senator-cory-bernardi-as-coalition-ramps-up-attack-on-the-national-broadcaster-20131204-
2ypet.html#ixzz3FQcK2pkd 




PSM for ‘crowding out’ in an increasingly competitive media marketplace. This argument 
moves the sector on from Reithian justifications of normative market shaping to a more 
nimble, facilitative role of performing experimental R&D for PSBs’ respective national 
systems – a very recognisable role for the public sector from an innovation perspective. 
However, this is an argument made easier if the public actor is not dominant in its 
marketplace. For that reason, the article has concentrated on an example of a media system in 
which the PSBs are not dominant, but yet are sufficiently effective players to enable a case to 
be made that they play a significant R&D role for the system. How much this argument 
applies in other, quite common, international circumstances in which the public broadcaster is 
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